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ABSTRACT. Flexible working has emerged as a modern concept for managing office resources more effectively, efficiently, and economically. The highest level of flexible working environment, a non-territorial working environment, can provide the best opportunity to an organisation managing its office area more effectively. Moreover, staff can work in the most suitable place and time. However, in the context of public offices like Scottish Local Authorities, the most flexible working concept is not particularly welcomed at present. Cultural change, inadequate support services, including information and communication technology, working schemes, and alternative working policies are the main barriers. To overcome these barriers, the Authorities need to strategically provide adequate support to staff. Moreover, promoting a good perception towards flexible working culture at appropriate levels within an organisation could be the right strategy for preventing cultural change problems.  







Efficiency, Effectiveness and Economics (3Es) in property management have been recommended by both researchers and, particularly, Government auditors. The Audit Commission (AC) (1988a, 1988b) recommended property management of Local Authorities (LAs) to prepare strategic operational cost information and adequate property review. The main reason was that strategic property management information could enable senior management to achieve better efficiency, effectiveness and economy of property management (Gibson and Hedley, 1999). Modern office initiatives, such as open-plan, hotdesking, and flexible working hours have been introduced as modern property management tools (Audit Commission, 2000). 
Gershon (2004) and Lyons (2004) identify the broad objectives of public sector efficiency. These are: 1) reduce resource costs, not public services; 2) enhance quality and quantity of production; and 3) improve the ratio of output per unit cost of input. In their opinion to achieve these objectives, LAs should:
-	Increase the level of investment in ICT in both central and local Government;
-	Develop a HR joined-up approach facilitating back office functions; 
-	Share back offices both within and between LAs.      




2.1. Development of flexible working

2.1.1. Information and Communication Technology

Since the 1990s, Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has been introduced to organisations to provide benefits, in terms of efficiency and effectiveness, to property management practice (Kirkwood, 1994; 1995). For example, the number of paper documents has been reduced since electronic documents were introduced. An effective ICT working environment has been identified as below (Rowlatt et al., 2002; Dixon, 2005):
- Computer mediated network should be an essential infrastructure for assembling, analysing, communicating, and managing information;
- Both internal and external information transactions are able to proceed through Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) or over the internet;
- Added value could be obtained from interactive information transfer between organisations or individuals.
According to Hurme (2005), ICT systems in modern offices can be categorised into two groups, which are wired and wireless system. A wired ICT system includes, for example, broadband internet, local intranet, and Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP).  A wireless ICT system includes, for example, wireless network and Bluetooth.








Figure 1. Combination of workspace-portfolio flexibility models




Since business policies have been regularly influenced by changes of technology, customer’s needs, and corporate efficiency plans, workers are inevitably pressured by the business environment to work longer than regular working hours (DfEE, 2000).  The experiences of long hours and intense working may negatively affect workers’ health, psychological well-being and family life (Burchell et al., 1999). The working efficiency of the individual may drop, and the number of absentees may increase. These may bring about a high turn-over rate and a reduction in organisational performance. In particular, when losing valuable human resources, organisations have to invest in new ones with costly training (DfEE, 2000). 
To solve the above problems, flexible working concepts such as Work-Life Balance (WLB) and Family Friendly Policy (FFP) should be adopted in modern offices (Clark, 2000; Ackers, 2003). In practice, alternative working schemes may include flexitime, compressed hours, annualised hours, shift-swapping, self-rostering, short-period break and long-term absence (DfEE, 2000).

2.2. Evolution stages of flexible working

According to Gibson and Luck (2004), as shown in Figure 2, five evolution stages of flexible working are described (NAO, 2006; Gibson and Luck, 2004; Gibson, 2003):
Stage 1 – Traditional working environment (e.g. cellular office) is used. Availability of shared equipment is very limited. Staff work within an organisation’s premises. 
Stage 2 – Shared-office environment (e.g. hotdesking and open-plan working area) can be found. Staff can relocate within a limited area. Data can be electronically transferred via wired ICT network.  
Stage 3 – Informal support (e.g. breakout areas or informal meeting rooms) are provided for staff. More types of activity-based working areas can be seen in the office. Electronic data can be transferred from a distance. Various working-time schemes (e.g. flexitime, compressed hours, and annualised hours) may provide to staff.  

 
Figure 2. Evolution stages of flexible working
Source: Gibson and Luck (2004)

Stage 4 – Flexible working environment is generally available for staff. Staff may work anywhere within the office. Wireless ICT system may be provided in some working areas. Staff can work from distant offices under controlled environment security system.  
Stage 5 – Staff may work anywhere in flexible time. Wired- and wireless access points are provided in most organisation area. Staff may work under a self-rostering scheme. An organisation may promote concepts of space sharing and very short-term letting. 

2.3. Scottish local authority – flexible working





The research has as its main question to understand flexible working practice in Scottish Local Authorities (SLAs).  In particular:
- How could SLAs move on to the highest flexible working environment?
- What are the possible benefits/problems concerned with the highest flexible working environment?
Objectives of the research are:
- To elicit the opinion of SLA staff towards the highest flexible working environment adoption, in terms of potential benefits and barriers, and how to measure the level of working flexibility of staff;
- To elicit the opinion of SLA staff towards the flexible working applications, in terms of ICT, HR and workspace management;
- To propose guidelines to assist SLAs to successfully promote and adopt flexible working in practice. 
The research aims to acquire information from middle management working in ICT, HR, and property/estate/facility management of SLAs. The invited participants are experienced staff who would be able to respond to the specific research questions in-depth from their broad experience. These include, for example, property managers, senior estate officers, facility managers, ICT managers, personnel managers, and human resource managers. The selected participants are expected to reflect the current SLA’s policy direction and demands of subordinates regarding their flexible-working environment (Bryman, 2004).  
Since the SLAs are scattered throughout Scotland, a postal questionnaire survey was selected as the most suitable survey method for the research (Fink, 2006). In the questionnaire, there were a number of structured questions. Data from the structured questions was used in numerical and categorical analysis and interpretation (Dawson, 2006). 
After the questionnaire was prepared, a pilot test was undertaken with the City of Edinburgh Council staff. After the pilot test was completed, there were some amendments, particularly inappropriate language, difficult questions, unclear statements, too many ranking choices, and vague wording. Benefits of pilot testing and questionnaire amendment include reducing vague questions, adjusting questionnaire structure, reducing difficulty of questionnaire and increasing the applicability of the questionnaire (Dillman et al., 2002).




Out of 100 invited participants, 21% returned completed questionnaires. 8% of respondents sent back blank questionnaires and a letter indicating that they could not respond to the survey. Reasons for non-completion included that they did not have specific information or experience regarding flexible working practice in their SLAs. The survey results are presented below.

4.1. Opinion towards 'Non-territorial' working environment

According to the open-ended question of ‘non-territorial’ working environment’ – “If all workstations in your department are becoming shared resources and nobody has a permanent workstation, how would this situation affect your department’s performance?” respondents have provided interesting opinions, both positive and negative. For example: one manager stated that “If people do share desktop PCs, I am not sure this would affect performance”. Another stated that “It's the desk and the space they want to own”; yet another stated that “People would adjust in time but at first there would be problems and discontent”. However, there are some opposite opinions, for instance, “In time, the department’s performance would be as good even though the cost of inputs (property) would be less”, “Would probably improve”, and “Although there are no permanent workstations, resources are shared and available to allow staff to fulfil their roles”.
All open-ended opinions were transformed and categorised into two groups, which are repeated benefits and barriers. According to the most repeated benefits, a small number of staff recognised ‘staff satisfaction’, ‘better organisational culture’, and ‘better work performance’ as possible positive outcomes where the organisation moves on to the highest level of flexible working practice. 
According to the barriers, three major barriers are presented in Table 1.  Some respondents (30%) state that the ‘non-territorial environment’ may lead to staff resistance and cultural change challenge problems. Moreover, 15% of respondents state that unsuitable management system may have an effect on the scheme. 

Table 1. Stated potential problems from ‘Non-territorial working environment’






4.2. Opinion towards monitoring flexible working staff

According to the open-ended question of monitoring flexible working staff - “If your staff are allowed to work from anywhere and anytime, how would you control and monitor their working performance?”, respondents have provided interesting opinions based on their direct and indirect experience. For example: one manager stated “Introduce performance indicator that show when staff have completed tasks”. Another stated that “Yet to be considered within council but personally I would propose output performance monitoring”; yet another stated that “Work plans and targets would assist; flexible working by its very nature allows staff to work at times that suit them”. 

Table 2. Stated measures from Open-ended opinion
 Proposed measures	Not Stated	Stated	Total
	Count	%	Count	%	Count	%





Respondents’ attitude towards monitoring flexible working staff is presented in Table 2. 80% of respondents propose a measurable target and output as a main measure for monitoring flexible working staff. 40% of respondents believe that there should be a working-time tracking system supporting the monitoring of flexible working staff. The remaining measures infrequently stated by respondents are trust based working (20%) and occasional meeting (15%).

4.3. Adoptability degree of flexible working schemes

Further analysis regarding the application of flexible working was undertaken in particular management areas. According to the HR management area, the respondents were asked to indicate how a particular flexible working scheme has been adopted at present. The degree of adoption may indicate how SLA officers support the adoption of flexible working schemes in practice. As shown in Table 3, there are several types of flexible working schemes, including flexitime working, compressed hours short-period break, longer absence, annualised hours, shift swapping, and self-rostering. The degree of adoptability, which respondents have given, is indicated on a scale of   1-5 as [1] a scheme is hard to adopt, [2] a scheme is slightly hard to adopt, [3] a scheme is not hard or easy to adopt, [4] a scheme is slightly easy to adopt, and [5] a scheme is easy to adopt.















As indicated in a 2006 UK Government Report, user competency can be used to imply an opportunity to move on to the highest flexible working practice (NAO, 2006). To investigate this issue in the current research, the experienced ICT management respondents were asked to provide their opinions towards the current situation of user competency on a particular ICT service available at present. As shown in Table 4, ICT services in SLAs may include E-mail, local intranet, internet access, wired telephone, Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP), remote access system, video conferencing, wireless devices, and wireless LAN. Level of user competency, which respondents have given is indicated on a scale of 1-5 as [1] service is not available, [2] service is competently used by less than 20% of all users, [3] service is competently used by between 21% - 50% of all users, [4] service is competently used by between 51% - 80% of all users, and [5] service is competently used by most users.







Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP)	9	5	1	3.00	2.00	2	2.50	1.58









Provision of an alternative workplace reflects an opportunity for staff to choose their workplace more independently. However, it depends on ICT services providing suitable services to staff in each alternative workplace (Gibson and Luck, 2004). ICT management respondents were asked to provide information on their SLAs current ICT services, in terms of level of accessibility from a distance. As shown in Table 5, alternative workplaces for SLA staff may include head-, satellite-, home-, guest- and instant offices. The accessibility level of ICT services and organization data, which respondents gave, was indicated on a scale of 1-5 as [1] ICT service is not available, [2] Basic ICT service is provided, [3] Basic ICT service and departmental data are provided, [4] Most ICT service and organisational data are provided, and [5] All ICT service and organisational data are provided.









As shown in Table 5, most ICT services and organisational data can be provided only at the SLA’s premises (e.g. head- and satellite-offices). At home office, staff can access only their departmental data and basic ICT services. It means that staff may be able to perform only general work from home. At guest and instant offices, only basic ICT services, such as E-mail, are provided to staff. This indicates a limitation of flexible working at alternative workplaces. It seems that staff are not indirectly encouraged to choose independently an alternative workplace. 

4.6. Implementation of alternative working policy

Alternative working policy, such as home/remote working, may enable staff to work more flexibly than under the current working policy (DfEE, 2000). Moreover, the policy may assist the organisation to achieve a higher level of occupation efficiency, for example when some working areas can be let to others (Gibson and Lizieri, 1999). To investigate the current policy direction, the property/estate/asset management respondents were asked to provide information on the implementation of alternative working policies. As shown in Table 6, alternative working policy may include satellite office, part-time home/remote working, unreservable hotdesking, informal meeting area, reservable hotdesking, full-time home/remote working, quiet personal working area, space sharing, and rentable working area. Level of implementation of the alternative working policies, which respondents have given, can be indicated as [1] a policy is not appropriate for SLA office, [2] a policy may be appropriate but cannot identify whether it will be implemented, [3] a policy will be implemented in the near future, [4] a policy is being implemented, and [5] a policy is implemented.   










Shared space w/ other organisation	5	3	1	1.60	1.00	1	0.80	0.89
Temporary rentable space	5	2	1	1.60	2.00	2	0.30	0.55





5.1. Non-territorial working environment

According to the results shown in Table 1, the highest scoring problems are ‘staff resistance’ and ‘cultural change problems’. ‘Unsuitable management system’ has been proposed by a small number of respondents. When compared to the proposed benefits, the frequencies of potential problems being stated are higher than the frequencies of potential benefits. It may be implied that non-territorial may be an inappropriate working environment for most respondents at present.
To find out whether the results can be representative for all management areas, a statistical analysis of the above data was undertaken. Since the data is not normally distributed, the Kruskal Wallis Test was used for testing this non-parametric data (Field, 2005; Black, 1994). As shown in Table 7, the data of potential benefits and problems was ranked and a calculated mean rank of each group was undertaken (Property, ICT, and HR). 

Table 7. Mean rank for Kruskal Wallis Test of Non-territorial working environment
 	Position viewpoint	N	Mean rank
Staff satisfaction	Property/Asset/Estate	6	10.0
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	10.0
 	Human resource	6	11.7
Better organisational culture	Property/Asset/Estate	6	10.0
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	11.3
 	Human resource	6	10.0
Better work performance	Property/Asset/Estate	6	10.7
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	11.5
 	Human resource	6	9.0
Staff resistance	Property/Asset/Estate	6	10.8
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	10.0
 	Human resource	6	10.8
Cultural change challenge	Property/Asset/Estate	6	10.8
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	10.0
 	Human resource	6	10.8
Unsuitable management system	Property/Asset/Estate	6	12.3
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	9.0
 	Human resource	6	10.7





where: N is the total sample size; n is the sample size of a particular group; Ri is the sum of ranks of each group, and k is the number of group.

Table 8. Kruskal Wallis Test of  Non-territorial working environment




Better organisational culture	1.50	2	0.47	1.00 (a)	1.00	1.00
Better work performance	1.61	2	0.45	0.75 (a)	0.74	0.76
Staff resistance	0.15	2	0.93	1.00 (a)	1.00	1.00
Cultural change challenge	0.15	2	0.93	1.00 (a)	1.00	1.00
Unsuitable management system	2.86	2	0.24	0.25 (a)	0.24	0.26
(a) Based on 10000 sampled tables with starting seed 1131884899; (b) Kruskal Wallis Test; (c) Grouping variable: Position viewpoint

As shown in table 8, the sum of ranks (H) of each potential benefits/problems can be displayed in the ‘Chi-Square’ column. Each H value was used to evaluate its significance of mean comparison.  Where degree of freedom (df) is 2, the asymptotic significant value of each potential benefit/problem is more than 0.05 as well as the significant value estimated by Monte Carlo simulation. Since the analysis shows that there is no significant difference of means amongst property, ICT, and HR management areas, the potential benefits/problems presented in the data above can be a representative for all the management areas. 

5.2. Monitoring flexible working staff

According to the results in Table 2, ‘Measurable target and output’ is distinctively different from the others. ‘Working-time tracking system’ is the second highest mean score. However, ‘trust based working’ and ‘occasional meeting’ are infrequently proposed by respondents. A very high frequency of ‘Measurable target and output’ reflects a strong opinion of respondents that flexible working staff are likely to be effectively monitored and managed using this method.
To find out whether the data can be representative for all management areas, a statistical analysis of the above data was undertaken. Since the data is not normally distributed, the Kruskal Wallis Test was used for testing this non-parametric data (Field, 2005; Black, 1994). As shown in Table 9, the data of proposed measures was ranked and a calculated mean rank of each group was undertaken (Property, ICT, and HR).  

Table 9. Mean rank for Kruskal Wallis Test of monitoring flexible working staff
Proposed measures	Position viewpoint	N	Mean rank
Trust based working	Property/Asset/Estate	6	8.5
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	11.0
 	Human resource	6	11.8
Measurable target and output	Property/Asset/Estate	6	10.8
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	10.0
 	Human resource	6	10.8
Working-time tracking system	Property/Asset/Estate	6	9.8
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	10.3
 	Human resource	6	11.5
Occasional meeting	Property/Asset/Estate	6	10.7
 	Information & Communication Technology	8	11.5
 	Human resource	6	9.0

After that, the data of each measure was calculated its sum of ranks, based on the Chi-Square distribution. The sum of ranks, H, can be calculated from equation (1). As shown in table 10, the sum of ranks (H) of each potential benefits/problems can be displayed in the ‘Chi-Square’ column. Each H value was orderly used to evaluate its significance of mean comparison.  Where degree of freedom (df) is 2, the asymptotic significant value of each time spending area is more than 0.05 as well as the significant value estimated by Monte Carlo simulation. Since the analysis shows that there is no significant difference of means amongst property, ICT, and HR management areas, so that, the measures presented in the bar chart above can be a representative for the management areas.

Table 10. Kruskal Wallis Test of  monitoring flexible working staff
Test statistics (b,c)	Chi-Square[H]	df	 Asymp. Sig.	Monte Carlo Sig.
				Sig.	99% Confidence interval
				 	Lower bound	Upper bound
Trust based working	2.18	2	0.34	0.49 (a)	0.48	0.50
Measurable target and output	0.20	2	0.91	1.00 (a)	1.00	1.00
Working-time tracking system	0.36	2	0.83	1.00 (a)	1.00	1.00
Occasional meeting	1.61	2	0.45	0.74 (a)	0.73	0.76




Based on the flexible working evolution stages (Gibson and Luck, 2004) and the current research findings, Figure 3 presents essential flexible working applications in evolution stages within the context of public offices like SLA. Although a flexitime working scheme may be available to most staff in SLAs at present, a wider range of flexible working schemes should be considered and provided to staff to enable them to have the most suitable working and family life. When the organisation is moving to the open-plan working environment (Stage 2), providing a wider range of flexible working schemes (e.g. compressed hours and short-period break) may help the organisation to manage their working area more effectively. In the latter part of the open-plan stage, adopting longer absence and annualised hours schemes may increase flexibility of the working area to the higher level (Stage 3). Finally, prior to take-up of the higher stages (Stages 4 and 5), which enable staff to work more independently and flexibly, self-rostering and shift swapping may be suitable for staff that need high flexibility in their working time and place. 
In parallel, where a wider range of flexible working schemes is being adopted, a broad range of ICT services directly supporting the higher flexible working environment should also be provided as common facilities where appropriate. ICT services of local intranet and internet access should be available for supporting staff working in the different organisation premises (e.g. satellite office). Moreover, when staff can work from home/remote places and/or independently relocate within the office premises, remote access system and Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) may be suitable ICT services supporting this flexible working stage. Finally, when the organisation is going to adopt the policy of distance working (guest and instant offices) and staff need more mobility in their workplace, wireless LAN and video conference system should be promoted where the security of the ICT can be maintained. Training in use of modern ICT for staff can be useful in assisting the organisation to overcome the user competency problem. 




Figure 3. Proposed applications for evolution stages (adapted from Gibson and Luck, 2004)

Moreover, when staff can plan their working time and place themselves, full-time home/remote working policy and quiet personal working area may be provided to suit staff working activities. Finally, when the organisation is going to adopt the highest flexible working stage, temporary rentable workspace and inter-organisation workspace sharing policies should be promoted to increase the flexibility level of both the organisation and the property management practice. 
Regarding the ‘non-territorial working environment’, some respondents, who currently have experience of flexible working, reacted positively towards it. However, most respondents having less or no experience of flexible working voiced their concerns and suggested potential problems, such as cultural change, staff resistance and unsuitable management system. This may indicate that the highest flexible working stage should be carefully promoted and implemented in practice, where the right perception towards the flexible working culture needs to be promoted. To prevent the cultural change problem, the proposed application may be implemented in a bottom-up route or from the smaller to the bigger unit. For example, individual, workgroup, department, intra-organisation, inter-organisation levels, depending on the improvement of staff perception towards high flexible working culture. 
More suggestions for promoting the right perception towards the flexible working culture in public offices are also described below (Gibson and Luck, 2004; NAO, 2006):
- Promoting activity based workspace on the basis of working environment suitability;
- Supporting staff to acknowledge the different behaviour in different environment;
- Promoting a variety of contracts depending on geographic location of the organisational office; 
- Provide adequate ICT, HR and workspace management support for remote/home working staff; 
- Promoting good practice of working in open plan space; 
- Promoting benefits of sharing space, workstation and managing the perceived ‘loss of status’;
- Training staff and managers to perform their work in different working environments;
- Training for managers dealing with remote/home working staff.




The highest flexible working environment is acknowledged as a working environment providing the most suitable working time and place for everyone in an organisation. However, the concept may not be implementable at present in SLAs because of the problems of cultural change and inadequate support from the current organisational policy/regulation.   
To move on to the higher flexible working stage, readiness for the main components of flexible working is important. Promoting the right support in the evolution of flexible working is necessary for an organisation wishing to take-up flexible working in practice. Promoting the best practice and encouraging staff to perceive the benefits of flexible working by level of adoption, including individual, workgroup, department, intra-, and inter-organisation, is a crucial step for minimising potential problems, such as discontent of staff, cultural change effects, and unsuitable management system.
Theoretically, where applications of the three components, property, ICT and HR, can be fully promoted and implemented in practice, both the organisation and the individual may gain maximum benefits, in terms of effective resource management and work-life balance.  

8. LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

As this research is based on a limited sample size, the research outcomes may be used to mainly explain the characteristics of SLAs. However, the research outcomes may be applied to a particular organisation having similar characteristics to the sample.
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